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Day 1, Heading ]Hes(
Baku, Azerbaijan, the gathering place for our 
unlikely caravan. The plan is to ride the route of 
the proposed Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline, 
nearly 1000 miles, on motorcycles. Not any 
motorcycles, but Soviet/Russian made Urals with 
sidecars. We are more than a dozen, from the 
United States, United Kingdom, Georgia, 
Azerbaijan, Turkey and other states. Some of us 
are very familiar with the region while this will be 
the first time for others.
After days of preparation, the caravan 
departed from Baku for the Neftalan Oil Bath 
Sanitarium in Geranboy Province, approximately 
250 kilometers from Baku. Neftalan is the last 
functioning sanitarium specializing in the famous 
“white oil” therapeutic baths that attracted 
hundreds of thousands of Soviet-era health 
seekers. Today, all other sanatoria are filled with 
refugees from the war with Armenia over the 
Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast. Nearly 
three-quarters of a million refugees have been 
moved from Karabakh and surrounding areas as 
a result of the conflict which began in the late 
1980s. A ceasefire has more or less held since 
1994 but there is still no resolution to this 
conflict.
gunplay, a metal detector and a gun check were 
installed in the lobby. Eventually, “rule of law” 
has begun to prevail in Georgia and with it the 
hotel has become less of an underworld 
attraction. In fact, visitors today wouldn’t have 
any idea of its past were it not for the metal 
detector.
Day 3, Shevardnadze
Today it was off to see Tbilisi and a visit with 
Georgian President Eduard Shevardnadze. Later 
that evening I met with two friends from the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. We talked politics 
and they recalled a cartoon that has become 
somewhat popular. It shows Shevardnadze asking 
his grandson what he wants to be when he grows 
up. The boy replies, “President of Georgia.” 
Shevardnadze is perplexed and asks the boy why 
Georgia would need two presidents. In the final 
frame the boy has gone missing. The implication 
is obvious.
It is amazing to me that Shevardnadze is still 
alive. He has been the target of multiple 
assassination attempts. I remember seeing him 
on the news, all bloodied after a near fatal
Day 2, Reaching Georgia
We rode the remaining 250 kilometers up the
Baku-Supsa pipeline into the Georgian capital of 
Tbilisi to establish camp. Camp is a relative term 
since the Tbilisi Metechi Sheraton Hotel is one 
of, if not, the most luxurious hotels in Georgia. 
However, it has a past that is sordid and 
indicative of the country in which it is located. 
Back in the early 1990s, it was a gathering place 
for local mobsters and strongmen. Such notables 
as Dhzaba Ioseliani, the leader of the 
Mekhedrioni paramilitary organization, were 
known to frequent the hotel. After repeated
Looking down on the historic capital of Georgia.
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attempt a few years ago. He is definitely a 
survivor. What will happen to Georgia when he 
is gone is anyone’s guess.
Georgia has had its share of conflicts since it 
declared independence in 1991 under the 
direction of Zviad Gamsakhurdia. It has fought 
a war on the streets of the capital, known as the 
Tbilisi War, between Gamsakhurdia’s men and 
those loyal to Tengiz Kitovani and Dhzaba 
Ioseliani, a war with ethnic Ossetians, and finally 
a war in its western territory of Abkhazia. In 
addition, Armenian unrest south of the capital 
and strained relations with Adjara on Georgia’s 
southern Black Sea coast still linger as potential 
trouble spots. Georgia could still explode into 
open conflict. Elowever, I think that every year 
that passes in relative peace is a good sign for the 
country.
The rest of the day was spent arguing about 
the route we should take from Tbilisi to the 
Georgian-Turkish border. Some in the group 
were concerned about security and the fact that 
the southern route passes through the Armenian 
enclaves of Georgia. Tensions have been semi­
constant in these areas. Two years ago 
government units on “routine exercises” were 
stopped from entering the predominantly 
Armenian Marneuli district by the local 
leadership. Tensions are still high and mistrust 
between the Georgian government and the 
Armenian regions never seems to abate. During 
the war in Abkhazia (1992-1994) Armenian 
citizens of Georgia found themselves caught in 
the middle. There were ethnic Armenians 
fighting on the Abkhaz side so many Armenians 
in other parts of Georgia felt compelled to join 
the war effort on the Georgian side as a sign of 
loyalty to the state. They were concerned that 
the presence of Armenians on the Abkhaz side 
would lead to retribution against Armenians in 
other parts of Georgia.
Day 4, Getting Caught
We hadn’t gone a mile from the hotel and the 
trailer blew another tire. It has been a chronic 
problem so far and there has been some heated 
discussions whether or not we should leave it 
behind. Anyway, the convoy became separated 
and instead of a tight unit moving through the
streets of Tbilisi, most of the motorcycles went 
on ahead while I and a few of the bikes stayed 
with the trailer. It was boring to hang out while 
they changed the tire so I walked out to the 
bridge. (We were just to the point of crossing the 
river to get to Rustaveli Street—the main avenue 
and the location of most of the Tbilisi War 
mentioned earlier.) I had only been on the bridge 
for a couple of minutes filming traffic passing on 
a street below when a car pulled up. Plainclothes 
officers immediately detained me. A police van 
pulled up and then another car arrived with 
someone who seemed to be in charge. They 
asked for my documents and the camera. I tried 
to tell them that I was with the motorcycle group 
and pointed to the chaos surrounding the trailer, 
only a hundred yards away.
It turns out the road I was filming below, 
which runs parallel to the river and is known as 
the President’s Road, was the street of the most 
recent attempt on Shevardnadze’s life. So now, 
illogically, it is forbidden to take any photos of 
the street—at all. After some discussion it was 
decided that I could leave with my camera but I 
would first have to erase the shots I had taken 
from the bridge.
We headed west along the old M-27 military 
highway, towards Gori, Stalin’s hometown. 
There was the usual bit of confusion as no one 
was told that at the junction, instead of turning 
south towards Gori, we would turn north toward 
the breakaway region of South Ossetia and its 
capital Ts’khinvaE to eat lunch at a restaurant a 
mile or so up the road. Half of the group went 
south, the other north. Eventually though, 
everybody made it to the restaurant.
Not far from the restaurant we could see an 
orange marker indicating the Baku-Supsa oil 
pipeline. The Georgian state oil company 
(GIOC) official traveling with us told us that if 
we went to the marker we would be detected and 
security would be sent out to see what we were 
doing. I find it hard to believe. An acquaintance 
of mine, a pipeline engineer, told me that they 
have found over one thousand illegal taps on the 
pipeline. Its humorous to me that there is so 
much Russian attention to the illegal taps the 
Chechens make on the pipeline running through 
their territory as one of the pretexts for Russian 
military action in the area, when corruption in
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Statue of Stalin in central Cori
Georgia still seems unrivaled. During the early 
1990s this was definitely the case. Everything was 
for sale. Even foreign aid, food and clothes, 
often turned up missing and then showed up for 
sale in local markets.
Finally, Gori, Stalin’s birthplace. There is a 
massive Stalin museum in central Gori, built at 
the exact location of the home of his birth. A 
large statue of Stalin—the ultimate Soviet 
ghost—stands in the central square, a reminder 
of the contradictions of the region. Stalin still 
has quite a following in Georgia despite the 
brutality that characterized his regime. He may 
have been a butcher, but he was their butcher. 
Oddly, the museum dedicated to his life, 
mysteriously left out much of 1941 and 1942, 
when the Nazis steamrolled into the Soviet 
Union, wiping out much of the Soviet military 
and almost reaching Moscow.
Our arrival in Bakuriani this evening 
happened to coincide with a retreat for the 
Georgian Parliament led by the number two man 
in Georgia, Zurab Zvanya. Between food and 
drink there was some serious debate regarding 
corruption. Apparently the Parliament went 
through 19 checkpoints between Tbilisi and 
Bakuriani. The checkpoints are little more than a 
way for the local police to exort bribes. Georgia, 
like many places in the former Soviet Union, is 
trying to redefine itself. Accessible transit routes, 
whether for oil or people, are critical to
development in Georgia. Too many checkpoints, 
especially those thrown up to demand payment 
for passage are bad for business—any business. 
By way of comparison, it was also noted that 
between Tbilisi and the Armenian border there 
are another ten checkpoints, while there are not 
any between the border and the Armenian capital 
Yerevan.
According to a Bertling Caspian official, the 
bribe taking in Georgia is chronic and is even 
categorized as official and non-official. Official 
bribes being those that are accompanied by a 
receipt while non-official bribes are strictly under 
the table. Some multi-national companies have 
even developed a special formula for figuring out 
what it costs to do business in Georgia.
Day 5, Confrontation
After a bike check we were on our way back 
to the main road and to the southern city of 
Akhalts’skhe. The detour to Bakuriani was very 
scenic. The small road through high-mountain 
passes reminded me how beautiful this country' 
really is, and what it might eventually become. 
However, stability remains an issue. We stopped 
at a small village and when I began to take 
pictures a man grabbed me. I thought it was a 
friendly embrace, but it was soon obvious that 
the man meant to fight. He was quickly subdued 
by other bystanders once they realized that I was 
being attacked. It happened so quickly' that it still 
seems strange that it even occurred. It reminded 
me of how quick the situation can turn ugly. In 
1995 I left my apartment in Tbilisi one day' to 
return to find that the others with me had been 
tied up and robbed. There wasn’t much money 
so they beat one of my friends with the butt of 
their weapons. It happened just like that.
Everywhere there were ample signs of the 
decaying Soviet-era infrastructure. Abandoned 
buildings and trains sit empty and rusty, in stark 
contrast to the natural beauty of the land. 
Eventually, we made it to Akhalts’skhe. We were 
not going straight to Turkey, however. We 
detoured again, this time in a southeasterly 
direction, paralleling the Georgian Turkish 
border. Our objective, to camp below the 
Vardzya cave house complex. It was an 
impressive route. The canyon road on which we
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traveled was flanked by signs of hundreds of 
years of civilization. There were stone lookouts 
perched on strategic hilltops every few 
kilometers, an advance warning system against 
foreign invaders. We soon came to Khertvissi 
Fort, a massive structure on the north side of the 
narrow valley commanding views in both 
directions.
A half-hour later we gazed at the impressive 
Vardzya cave complex. Built hundreds of years 
ago, they were completely hidden, and used as a 
place to live and fight foreign invaders using the 
narrow valley to gain access into Georgian lands. 
Apparently, the cave’s existence was forgotten. 
Eventually, a massive earthquake caused the 
whole front of the canyon wall to collapse, 
revealing the enormous cave city built into the 
side of the mountain
This was my first night in an actual camp and 
I realized that I should have brought my own 
sleeping arrangements. Yes, there was an extra 
tent, cushion and sleeping bag, but the barrel of 
oil—the actual barrel of Caspian crude, to be 
delivered to Ceyhan, leaked all over everything. 
Eventually, I found a couple white blankets that 
were pretty clean and used them instead of a 
sleeping bag.
Day 6, Tthnic Rivalries
After a fitful night’s sleep on what I thought 
were white blankets, but turned out to be large 
fiber glass pads with which to wrap the 
motorcycles for shipment back from Turkey, we 
backtracked past the Khertivissi Fort and again 
into Akhalts’skhe. It is a dusty town only 10 
kilometers from the Turkish border. One of the 
bolts holding the suspension in place vibrated 
out of one of the bikes and we were once again 
left waiting while a local machine shop went to 
work to manufacture a replacement.
It began to rain hours later as we finally left 
town for a campsite near the border. It wasn’t 
too far, but we were getting pretty wet. I more 
than others as I was riding in a sidecar and my 
driver chose to go through every mud and rain 
filled pothole he could find—both because it was 
there and he was more than a bit drunk. After 
being drenched I opted to ride in one of the 
support vehicles. Fie rolled his bike a few
minutes later.
Seven kilometers between Akhalts’skhe and 
the border is the small village of Vale. Half its 
population is ethnic Armenian. Our plan was to 
camp near the village and then ride across the 
border the next day. However, our Azerbaijan 
state oil company (SOCAR) officials, ethnic 
Azeris, refused to camp anywhere near Vale. 
They had gotten it in their head that Armenians 
might try to capture the symbolic barrel of Azeri 
crude oil while we camped.
Apparently, this would be a tremendous loss 
of face politically. Nearly everyone else agreed 
that their suspicions were ridiculous. Some 
confusion and confrontation followed after 
which a compromise was reached. It was 
decided to move our camp a kilometer or so 
closer to the border, and closer to the watchful 
eyes of border security personnel. In the end the 
SOCAR officials decided it was too wet outside 
and they decided to spend the night out of the 
mud and back in Akhalts’skhe.
Day 7, Turkey
It rained all night. Finally, morning came and 
the sun. I hoped it wouldn’t rain today since 
most of our stuff was completely soaked. There 
was a slab of cheese stuck to the side of one of 
the tents, having stuck right where one of the 
guys threw it the previous evening trying to see if 
anyone would even notice. It was funny that it 
hadn’t slid to the ground.
Eventually, after a very small fire made from 
petrol from the bikes, I walked down to a petrol 
station near the border and looked around for 
something to burn. There was a lot of scrap 
wood from a building being built across the 
street, so we scrounged up as much as we could 
carry and headed back to camp. The fire was 
much better now. I was actually getting warm 
and drying out some of my wet clothes. There 
was nothing to eat so everyone tinkered with the 
bikes and did their own tiring. We weren’t due to 
enter Turkey until 2 pm when the Turkish 
officials showed up to welcome us.
The border crossing went smoothly. We 
entered Turkey via the Turkgozu Customs 
entrance opened in 1995. After a brief ceremony 
we traveled until dark and reached the city of
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Oltu. We were behind schedule and did not get 
as far as planned, so our new escorts, Turkish 
police and petroleum company officials, 
scrambled around town to get us rooms at 
various hotels. I think my bill came to about 
$6.00.
Day 8, The Kurds
We awoke to the 75th anniversary of the 
Turkish Republic and the sound of tanks in the 
streets. They were part of a larger armada 
honoring the country’s anniversary, but as one 
Turkish bystander admitted, “this is a show of 
force, a demonstration of power not to be lost 
on the local Kurdish population.” He then 
pointed out Kurds among the resident Turks.
Day 9, Blue Berets
The military presence was noticeably heavier 
in Turkey. The region that the pipeline would 
travel has, until recently, been the scene of a 
fierce counter-insurgency operation to eliminate 
the Kurdish PICK. Just before passing the village 
of Besseray we passed a military base on the left. 
Artillery was positioned under camouflage 
netting next to rows of trucks and APCs.
Five minutes later, about 35 kilometers from 
Kamah, we came to a military checkpoint 
manned by soldiers wearing blue berets. It 
reminded me of the checkpoints that characterize 
Russia’s presence in Dagestan or along the Inguri 
River border separating Abkhazia from the rest 
of Georgia. Stop signs were placed to divert 
traffic flow past a fortified sandbag bunker, then 
past a parked armored personnel vehicle and 
finally, past another fortified sandbag bunker on 
the left side of the road.
Eventually we made it to Ilic, but not before 
passing another military base, the largest so far, 
perched on the hill across from the town. The 
military escort that accompanied us most of the 
morning handed us over to a new unit. We didn’t 
even turn off the bikes. Soon it was across the 
river and into Ilic.
In Ilic, our lunch stop, we met Turkish 
intelligence personnel. They explained that now 
that the terrorist threat is diminished the people 
are beginning to come back to Ilic. Apparently, it
Turkish military personnel in Ilic
was depopulated as a result of the local 
insurgency. I took a walk through town while I 
was waiting for lunch—followed by military 
personnel the whole time. There was another 
military' base at the end of the street. The whole 
town seemed to be garrisoned.
The road out of Ilic was dirt. There would be 
no pavement for much of the day. Shortly’ after 
leaving Ilic our military' escort handed us over to 
a blue berets unit. It consisted of two eight-man 
teams in Turkish-made Otocar trucks with 
parallel benches running lengthwise up the center 
of the truck bed. The soldiers sat with their 
backs to each other facing outward on both sides- 
of the vehicle. The unit commander sat in the 
cab with the driver. One soldier carried a 
machine gun. There was a sniper and the rest 
were equipped with assault rifles. Although the 
commander of the unit stated clearly' that, “our 
presence here is to show everybody that the 
Turkish Republic is secure and united,” his very' 
presence seemed to demonstrate that the area 
was not secure.
The terrain is pretty' rugged and barren. It’s a 
wonder that an insurgency' could take place here 
because there is no place to hide, or is there? I 
remember the Vardzya cave houses in southern 
Georgia. Then again, a Turk in Ilic told me that 
the “terrorists” are hidden in homes in every' 
town. Ironically, the river we’ve been following
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for most of the day is the headwater of the 
Euphrates, a traditional conflict line by the time it 
reaches the Middle East.
At one point we raced ahead of the caravan, 
across the dusty choking road, to take pictures. I 
hiked up to a good vantage point and looked 
around. There was nothing but endless landscape 
as far as I could see, but just in case I took off 
my Turkpetro shirt because I didn’t want to be 
mistaken for an employee of a state-owned 
company and targeted as a result.
I’m surprised how under-developed tliis part 
of Turkey is, compared to western and northern 
regions in which I have traveled. Turkey is in a 
catch 22, if they modernize the area it might 
empower the restless Kurdish minority that lives 
here. There are signs that the government is 
trying to modernize the region. The road is under 
construction and looks to be paved. Simple 
improvements like tliis may go a long way to win 
the hearts and minds of the people here and may 
eventually establish peace in the region. 
Eventually the barren hillsides turned to wheat 
fields and the look of prosperity.
We lost our commando escort and picked up 
lesser forces once we reached paved road. One 
of the Turks told me that there are at least three 
types of military forces and our escort is 
determined by our location. We are under the 
control, or protection, of the police in the cities, 
under the direction of the Gendarme on the 
outskirts, and under the control of the military in 
the countryside.
We were going to stay in Kangal but our 
Turkish Botas officials are concerned about the 
number of miles we have to make up tomorrow. 
As a result, it was decided to continue in the dark 
as far as Gurun. Again we filled up all the 
available hotel rooms in the small town. The 
room was small and crowded, but the beds were 
comfortable and at only $3 per person it was a 
bargain. The bathroom was at the end of the hall, 
as usual.
Day 10, Crash
The next day began without a hitch. We 
stopped for lunch in Saimbeyli and I bought a 
small, hand-made carpet. We were ahead of 
schedule for a change and optimistic of finally
making camp before dark. Disaster struck just 
before we reached Feke. Our Turkish driver went 
over the edge and tumbled a hundred feet down 
a steep precipice. He came to a stop in a thicket.
Remarkably, an ambulance was in Feke and it 
arrived in minutes. It took us a half an hour to 
get him up to the road. There was a 
confrontation with some Turkish press as many 
of the riders were emotional and not in the mood 
for aggressive press coverage. Some felt that it 
might have been the press that caused the ill- 
fated driver to drive beyond his capabilities and 
go over the edge.
It is amazing that only his legs were broken. 
He and the bike were mangled. He could have 
easily been killed. His right leg was pretty bad 
and the doctors later said that they thought they 
might have had to amputate. Fortunately, after 
hours in surgery, they were able to reconstruct 
the ankle and save his foot.
We eventually made it to our designated 
camping spot, above the city of Kozan. We were 
taken to a park below a crusaders castle. Again 
we arrived after dark. There was no firewood so 
some of the guys cut down a tree. Of course it 
didn’t burn but probably will for the next 
campers. I found it absurd that along the way we 
had talked about the environmental impact of an 
oil pipeline and there we were cutting down trees 
in a park. I mentioned this fact and was told by 
some of the guys that, “we were exempt.”
Day 11, Destination
We arrived in Ceyhan and then continued on 
to the Botas pipeline terminal in Yumurtalik 
(meaning the place where turtles lay their eggs). 
We were received by a large reception hosted by 
Botas and included Turkey’s Minister of Energy 
and other officials. It seemed as if the whole 
country’s press also attended.
The Botas facility sits on the edge of tire 
Mediterranean Sea and has a commanding view 
of the large bay that makes up this portion of the 
coast. A couple of tankers sit idly on the blue 
horizon, waiting their turn to be loaded with 
crude oil. Ceyhan is also the final point on the 
Iraqi-Turkish pipeline. Turkey has lost billions in 
transit fees since the US slapped sanctions on 
Iraq—another reason the Turkish government is
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so anxious to see the Baku pipeline pass through 
its territory.
Day 12, Going Home
As I packed to return home it was hard not to 
look back on the last two weeks and see the 
realities of the region played out in my journey. 
Maybe I am making too much of the trip, 
suggesting our experiences are metaphors for the 
realities of the region, but after a thousand bike 
break-downs, miles of rugged terrain, dozens of 
checkpoints, two border crossings, corruption, 
being attacked, ethnic paranoia, military escorts 
and wrecks, it is hard not to see the challenges of 
the proposed pipeline being that different from 
ours.
The fact is, long-distance pipelines are critical 
to the world’s energy future, but are often located 
in some of the world’s least stable regions. Baku- 
Ceyhan is no exception. Alternative routes to 
deliver Caspian crude to the rest of the world 
have been examined, some even function, but all 
represent significant risk. Any pipeline from 
Baku to Ceyhan will suffer from mishaps. The 
fact that the region is inherently full of hazards
only maximizes this reality.
One final note: after traveling nearly 1000
miles and skirting at least four conflict zones, we 
came in contact with an ethnic Abkhaz 
community, the same ethnic group involved in 
the separatist war in western Georgia since 1992. 
Abkhaz volunteers from Turkey fought in 
Georgia. This community has been in Turkey 
for centuries, part of the fallout of the Caucasus 
wars of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
Still, it seems odd to run into Abkhaz at the end 
of a route that has been selected primarily for its 
safety feature, to avoid a northern option that, 
among other tilings, would place the pipeline in 
proximity to war-torn Abkhazia. Even here at the 
shores of the Mediterranean, it is impossible to 
distance oneself from the realities of the 
Caucasus.
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